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Ole Hertz 


The Danish State's Research Commission for Humanistic Science 


A PILOT STUDY OF THE CONSEQUENCES OF MINING FOR A SOCIETY 
OF SEALERS AND FISHERMEN 


Approach 


In 1972 a Canadian lead and zinc-mine was established in the munic— 
ipality of Um&naq in Western Greenland. The mine was established 
at the bottom of an inlet in the Centrelot ithe municipality, and no 
attempts were made to examine the future consequences of this mining 
for the local population. No attempts were made to inform the popu- 
lation, and the biological consequences of the pollution of the inlet 
were unknown. Waste water from the mine were permitted to be carried 
off directly sinto.the inlet. Up to now more than 1,050,000 tons of 
metal waste have been carried off into the inlet, and this figure is 
increasing by about 35,000 tons per month (Containing among other 
things lead, zinc, cadmium, and Cyanid). All animal and plant life 
has now been exterminated at the deeper parts of the inlet of 
Agfardlikavsa, and an increase of heavy metals can be noticed in 
certain animals and plants at a distance of more than 8 kilometers 
from the mine. About 400 people are working in the mining village 
(including 35 Greenlanders) . Every year millions are paid to the 
local authority and the provincial treasury. Within ‘the next few 
years Mining of still increasing dimensions will be established at 
other places in Freenland, and consequently a working group at the 
Institute of Eskimology in Copenhagen began investigating the con- 
sequences of ‘this mining in Umanaq for the local population until now. 
The material collected was to be used as a sort of model of what 
can be expected in connection with establishment of new mines - in 
this way it might perhaps be possible to avoid making the same SLEOrs 
as made in connection with the mine in Umanaq, and by placing the 
material at the disposal of the local population they would be better 
prepared for their negotiations with mining companies and authorities, 
It was therefore determined that the results of the pilot study should 


appear in the shape of four leaflets in Greenlandic and Danish which 
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are to be distributed to all households within the municipality. 
The Ministry of Greenland paid for the pilot study, but owing to 
political motives it was delayed and reduced in the Ministry so 


that the work in Greenland did not start until autumn 1975. 


Extracts of the result of <theypilot study 


The greatest conflicts of interests in connection with the Starting 
of the mine in the district are partly between the mining company 
and the next village (Uvkusigssat) situated only 28 km from the Mine, 
and partly between the representatives of the sealers and the members 
of the local authorities in Um&anaq, who are supporting the interests 


of the mining company. 


The ecological consequences for Uvkusigssat 

In Uvxusigssat information about the local industrial pattern was 
collected in order to make it possible to map out the areas of in- 
portance to sealing and fishing. Hereby it turned out that the Sea]~ 
ing and fishing industry depended on fixed annual cycle with Changing 
weight on a large number of species of animals. It appeared that 

part of the original system had been destroyed owing to the nining, 
and that important industrial activities were threatened. The popu- 
lation had been prevented from fishing and sealing at places which MY 
earlier had been used every year. The pilot study of the animals " 
exploited locally indicated, that the biological control of the ont 


lution of the animal life was insufficient, owing to the fact that 


only a few species of animals were examined for toxins, whi 
Y e 74 


different species are being exploited in Uvkusigssat, including 45 


for human consumption. Through talks with the sealers -and through 
fishing and huntingtrips in the area it appeared that there are 
several signs of changes in the fishing and seamammal life of the 
inlet which are possibly connected with the increased traffic to 
mine and the ever growing pollution. 
Among other things were facts such as: 

A reduction of a local population of eiders 

A reduction of local populations of kittiwakes 

A reduction of the catching of ringed seals 

Almost stop for fishing of capelins 


Loss of seal-nets and long-lines owing to ice breaking 
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Owing to ice-breaking 


During 1972 409 seal-nets were lost Owing to the fact that the 


the sealers. 


Examples of other fields of conflicts and the sealers' difficulties 


in getting through with their Claims 


normal breaking of the LCG Le A group of sealers on the ice stopped 
the ice-breaker by Placing their Sledges in front of the Ship and 


by shooting across the ship. ‘The police and representatives of 


the mine, according to the mining company). In 1976 the sealers 
claimed approximately 500,000 d.kr. in compensation for loss of 
sealing and a few losses of tackles, Owing to the fact that the 
ice could not be used after having been broken by the ice-breaker 
which resulted in a reduction of the best sealing sgason with about 
3 weeks. 

Six months later the sealers received 250,000 d.kr. from the 


mining company, which would not admit any liability to Pay damages. 


Greenland remained PasSive in the case, and this was probably one 

of the reasons why the local authorities did not dare to refuse to 
receive only half of the amount demanded. Another reason is perhaps 
differences of interests within the local authorities, In spite 

of the fact that a Majority of the population are working with 
sealing and fishing, most of the members of the local authorities 
fare not sealers or fishermen, but People who are permanently 


B employed. The Uvkusigssat member of the local authority (being 
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a sealer himself) indicates that it is very difficult to get 
understanding for the sealers' and the village populations’ 
problems, even within the local authorities in Umdanaq. 

Also in Denmark and in the provincial council of Greenland the 
problems of the sealers and fishing population have only a little 
appeal. After the first 3 months of field work we gave an interview | 
to the Greenlandic and the Danish press where we pointed out that 
the interests of the sealers were not as well safeguarded as those 
of the mining company (through their concession), and that the 
sealers had been of the opinion that they had a definite agreement 
with the mining company to the effect that the ice was not to be 
broken by any ship until the end of May. This interview offended 
certain Danish politicans to such a degree that through their 
influence with the Finance Committee of the Danish Parliament they 
got the scientists dismissed and the appropriations reduced by 1/3, 
The work could only be resumed after judgment by the Council of 
Research Of the scientific value of the pilot study ands tha 
quali fications ofthe single scientists.» This took more than 3 
months and in the meantime the local authorities of Um&naq offered 
to supply the money in order that the pilot study should continue, 
Howeber, the Council of Research supported us after having examined 
the case, and the study could then be continued, but with a reduced 
budget. 

Meta algliolievelsyeeit Vsdifficult for the local village Population 
to make other people understand the problems arising when the 
interests of a big mining company collide with those of a loca) 
village. Objections from the sealers and fishermen are always met 
with references to the many millions of d.kr. which the mine 
procures, contrary to the sealing and fishing-activities., fF thenull 
had been a greater understanding of the ecological and environmental. 
conditions, the sealers might have had a chance of getting through 
with their protests - but the present state of things makes it 
look rather hopeless. Finally you can bring up the following 
question: Who is after all entitled to decide the value of a 
Greenlandic inlet? Who is entitled to decide, that the amounts, 
saved by the mining company by being permitted to use a part of 


the finest nature of Greenland as a garbage can, are more Valuable 
than the next 70 years of animal and plant life in this area sia 
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